
The Chemical Heritage 
Foundation’s exhibit may 
be the most authentic 
and the most complete 
on the birth and 
development of the fiber 
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By PHIL MILFORD 

Special to The News Journal 

PHILADELPHIA — Tucked in one cor- 
ner o£ a century-old bank building near the 
Delaware River waterfront is an assortment 
of old paint cans, hypodermic needles, 
faded photograph and yellowed women’s 
underwear. 

But this is no dumping ground. The 
items are being preserved in the name of 
history, part of an exhibit recognizing a 
post- World War II revolution in chemistry 
that has affected almost everyone’s life — 
the development of nylon. 

The Duront Co. and a North Wihnin^n 
resident figure prominently in the exhibit, 
which opened here on Thursday at the 
Chemical HeritaM Foundation in Indepen- 
dence National Historic Park. 

Through May 1998, “Spinning the Ele- 
ments: Wallace H. Carothers and the Nylon 
Legacy” will be open by ap^intment to 
chemists, engineers and public groups inter- 
ested in the history of one of chemistry’s 
greatest triumphs. 

Many of the photographs, laboratory 
notebooks, chemical apparatus and memo- 
i^ilia in the exhibit were donated ^ 
Joseph X. Labovsky of Shellbume, in 
Brandywine Hundred. 

Labovsky, now 85, was woiking as a poly- 
mers lab assistant for the team headed by 
• Carothers when they made their historic 
breakthrough and discovered nylon in 
the 1930s. 

“Joe inspired us to do it,” said Mar- 



iorie Gapp, 
founi 




tture curator for the 
on. Once foundation 



ley Road, they knew an exhibit had poten- 

ti^. 

“The richness of what he had was incred- 
ible ... just astonishing,” Gapp said. 

Labovsky agrees. “It’s the most complete 
and most genuine documented exhibit 
about nylon,” said Labovsky. “They’ll use 
this exhibit as a teaching tool to show what 
can be done not only on an individual level, 
but for the nation,” he said. 

Opening the ej^bit were Carothers’ 
widow, Helen S., of the Methodist Country 
House on Kennett Pike, Greenville, Del.; 
daughter Jane Carothers Wylen of Orlando, 
Fla.; Jos^h A. Miller, DuPont’s chief tech- 
nology officer; and Labovsky. 

Carothers, who suffered from mood 
swings, took his own life shortly after the 
discovery came to fruition. 

A personal perspective of Carothers 

Carothers was bom in Iowa in 1896, and 
was so enamoured of chemistry that in high 
I school he converted his bedroom into a lab- 
oratoty, according to historian Roger A. 
Martin. 

' Carothers earned a doctorate in chem- 
i istry fix)m the University of Illinois in 1924, 
then did organic chemistry research at Har- 
vard. By 1928 he was worlmig for DuPont, 

1 but his bouts of depression deepened. 

I Research continued among Carothers’ 
i group at the DuPont Experimental Station 
to find the perfect “s 5 nithetic silk.” In 1937 
nylon was ready for patenting and in 1938 
tJie so-called miracle fiber was introduced 
t to the public. ' 

By then, Carothers had died. During an 



J apparent drinking spree in April 1937, he 
saw the collection, f went to a Philadelphia hotel and drank a 

for years in Labqvslj^s ’ fatal dose of poisoned lemonada 

basement . *"He was maiiic-depressiva In a group he 

f was very tadtum, he just listened, he was a 
very quiet person. But in the lab, when I 
was setting up experiments for him, he 
Continued on next page 
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Stephanie Dukes, of Georgetown, works In the DuPont 
nylon plant, which opened In Seaford In 1939. 



February 1935: Wallace H. Carothets’ DuPont team identifies“Polymer 66’ 



from coal-derived benzene 

■ April 1937: DuPont applies for nylon patent 

■ October 1 938: DuPont announces nylon to the public and decides to build a 
nylon plant in Seaford 

■ October 1939: Rrst nylon stockings go on sale in Wilmington stores 

■ December 1939: Rrst nylon produced at Seaford 

■ 1941 >1945: Nylon is used for war materiel including parachutes, tires and 



clothing 

■ August 1993: DuPont announces plans for nylon plant in China 

■ December 1993: The Federal Trade Commission approves swap that gains 
DuPont the Imperial Chemical Industries Ltd. nylon plants in Europe 

■ October 1995: Seaford nylon plant designated National Historic Chemiceii 
Landmark 

■ October 1997: Chemical Heritage Foundation launches major exhibit on 
Carothers and the nylon industry. 




What: Chemistry exhibit, ’Spinning the Elements; Wallace Carothers and the 
Nylon Legacy" 

When: Through May 1 998 

Where: Chemical Heritage Foundation, 315 Chestnut^St., Philadelphia 
How: Tours anenged by appointment 

Information: Call Marie Stewart, director of external affairs for the founda- 
tion at (215) 925-2222, Ext. 239. 









special to *n« News Joumal/BILL HUGHES 

Joseph Labovsky (left) with Arnold Thackray, president of Chemical Heritage Founds- 
tion, at a reception marking the opening of the foundation’s nyion exhibit 
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